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This Cornerstone Forum series, in which this article is the first, is published under RFI’s Freedom of Religious 
Institutions in Society (FORIS) Project. FORIS is a three-year initiative funded by the John Templeton Foundation 
to clarify the meaning and scope of institutional religious freedom, examine how it is faring globally, and explore why it 
is worthy of public concern. This series aims to address the third project focus — i.e., exploring why institutional 
religious freedom is worthy of public concern. 

--- 

Faith-based organizations and programs can have transformative effects on even the most 
challenging and volatile prison settings in America. In this and many other contexts, a firm 
commitment to religious freedom can contribute to positive and lasting change in the U.S. criminal 
justice system. 

Prosocial behaviors are those intended to help other people. Prosocial behavior is characterized by a 
concern for the rights, feelings, and welfare of other people. Behaviors that can be described as 
prosocial include not just feeling empathy and concern for others, but actually behaving in ways that 
help or benefit other people.[1] As it turns out, the freedom to participate in religious practices and 
activities can foster the development of and integration into personal networks that provide both 
social and emotional support.[2]  When such personal networks overlap with other networks, they 
not only constrain illegal behavior, but can also protect one from the effects of living in 
disadvantaged communities.[3]  In other words, an individual’s integration into a community-based 
religious network actually weakens the effects of other factors that might otherwise promote deviant 
behavior. Thus, religious networks have been found to buffer or shield people from the effects of 
harmful influences.[4]  Moreover, these networks may encourage appropriate behavior as well as 
emphasize concern for others’ welfare.  Such processes can contribute to the acquisition of positive 
attributes that give those affiliated with religious networks a greater sense of empathy toward others, 
which in turn makes them less likely to commit acts that harm others.  

Recent research in an emerging sub-field labeled “positive criminology”[5] suggests that positive and 
restorative approaches – including those that foster social connectedness and support, service to 
others, spiritual experience, personal integrity, and identity change – may be more effective than the 
prevailing punitive tactics.[6] Consistent with traditional and contemporary restorative justice 
practices, these approaches seek to develop active responsibility on the part of individuals who have 
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been living a lifestyle of irresponsibility.[7] From this perspective, correctional practices should be 
explicitly designed to promote virtue.[8] Thus, the goal of punishment is not to inflict pain or exact 
revenge but rather to reconstruct and make better.[9] Although this is rare in current correctional 
systems, the Louisiana State Penitentiary, located in Angola, Louisiana, provides a concrete example. 
Once known as one of the most violent and corrupt prisons in America, Angola is now known for 
its many inmate-led congregations and a fully operational seminary.  

Housing over 6,300 inmates in five separate complexes spread over 18,000 acres of a working prison 
farm. Cellblock and dormitory units are still called “camps” at Angola, a remnant of the traditional 
assignment of slaves to “work camps” across various locations of the property, which is itself a 
former slave plantation.[10] The property first became known as “Angola” because it was this region 
of Africa that supplied its slaves. Roughly 75% of inmates currently serving time at Angola are 
serving life sentences.[11] A “life sentence” in Louisiana means “natural life,” expiring only upon the 
inmate’s death.[12] The average sentence for “non-lifers” at Angola in 2012 was 92.7 years. 

In 1995, Burl Cain was appointed the new warden at Angola. Mindful of the dismal history and 
challenge of this under-resourced and notorious prison, Cain knew it was necessary to do something 
dramatically different to put Angola on a more humane trajectory. His idea was a novel one: 
establish a Bible College as a means of providing educational programs for prisoners, thereby giving 
them another chance to make something positive out of their life. Cain was optimistic that a prison-
based seminary could successfully train prisoners to become ministers who over time would become 
effective change agents in the prison; ultimately replacing a culture of violence and corruption with a 
culture that was redemptive, hopeful, and personally transformative. 

In 2012, I led a research team in launching a major five-year study of prisoners at Angola, with a 
focus on those participating in the Bible college. Previous research on religion within prisons had 
focused largely on faith-based programs administered by faith-motivated volunteers and generally 
confirms that these programs can increase prosocial behavior inside of prison and even reduce 
recidivism following release from prison.[13] However, very little was known about what happens 
when inmates form and lead their own religious groups, interpret theology from inside of prison, 
and practice their faith communally inside the cellblocks. Over a period of five years, we analyzed 
survey data from 2,200 inmates at the Louisiana State Penitentiary, and conducted more than 100 
life-history interviews of inmates and staff. We found significant linkages between participation in 
the prison seminary and inmate-led churches on disciplinary convictions, crime desistance, 
rehabilitation, and prosocial behavior within the prison environment. Most importantly, the research 
points to the central role of inmate-led efforts to bring about these salutary findings.[14]  

Inmate ministers establish their own churches and serve in lay-ministry capacities in hospice, 
cellblock visitation, tier ministry, officiating inmate funerals, and through tithing with “care 
packages” for indigent prisoners. Despite the fact they are serving life sentences without the 
possibility of parole, inmate ministers are able to find meaning and purpose for their lives. The 
inmate ministers assist others in finding purpose and hope, thereby providing them with the human 
grace and dignity they may have thought they lost or perhaps never had.  

The freedom to embrace religion provides an opportunity for prisoners to choose a better self, 
transform their lives, come to care about others, and display their humanity on a daily basis. Several 
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themes of positive criminology emerge from inmate narratives: (a) the importance of respectful 
treatment of inmates by correctional administrations, (b) the value of building trusting relationships 
for prosocial modeling and improved self-perception, (c) repairing harm through faith-based 
intervention, and (d) spiritual practice as a blueprint for positive self-identity and social integration 
among prisoners.[15]                      

Though research on how incarcerated offenders can help other prisoners change is rare, the Field 
Ministry program within the Texas Department of Criminal Justice is one such current example. The 
program enlists inmates who have graduated from a prison-based seminary to work as “Field 
Ministers,” serving other inmates in various capacities.[16] Colleagues and I have recently examined 
whether inmate exposure to Field Ministers is inversely related to antisocial factors and positively to 
prosocial ones at three maximum-security prisons where the Field Ministry program operates. 
Preliminary results indicate inmates exposed to Field Ministers more frequently and for a longer 
period tended to report lower levels of criminological risk factors and aggressiveness, and higher 
levels of virtues, purpose, and religiosity. We find that prisoners who are the beneficiaries of the 
inmate-led Field Ministry help other prisoners make positive and prosocial changes. We conclude 
that inmate ministers play an important role in fostering virtuous behavior[17] and achieving the 
goal of offender rehabilitation.[18] Indeed, some prisoners should be viewed as potential assets 
waiting to be reformed with the help of other offenders.[19]  

A promising line of research is beginning to focus on religious groups indigenous to the cellblocks – 
what we are calling Offender-led Religious Movements (ORMs). ORMs may provide an alternative 
moral framework and a set of embodied practices that emphasize virtue and character development. 
This approach to rehabilitation and reform holds significant potential to transform the character of 
not only individual prisoners, but particular cellblocks or housing units, and possibly entire 
correctional facilities. Though nearly invisible to scholars, ORMs may provide rich insight on how 
virtue and character is developed through inmate-led religious groups.  

Today there is widespread consensus on the need for criminal justice reform. Research in the sub-
field of positive criminology suggests that positive and restorative approaches – including those that 
cultivate social connectedness and support, service to others, spiritual experience, personal integrity, 
and identity change – may well be more effective than traditional approaches to punishment.[20] 
Consistent with restorative justice practices, ORMs seek to develop active responsibility on the part 
of individuals who previously exhibited a lifestyle of irresponsibility.[21]  

Should ORMs continue to be found to enhance rehabilitation, they would seem to hold significant 
potential to foster safer and more cost-effective prisons. Policy makers and practitioners should 
have access to rigorous research which evaluates the value of ORMs in addressing topics like 
rehabilitation, drug treatment, educational and vocational programs, prisoner reentry, and criminal 
justice reform more broadly.  

An almost entirely unknown, yet potentially transformative, dimension of institutional religious 
freedom encompasses the freedom of prisoners to build and sustain their own ministries inside of 
prison. Such ministries respect human dignity, and evidence suggests they can also dramatically 
improve conditions within prison while the reducing recidivism rate of those who have been 
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released. Elected officials, corrections administrators, criminal justice scholars, and religious leaders 
should take note.       
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